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Abstract
The call to reform K- 12 public schools has been an enduring movement in the United States since the 1850s,
when Horace Mann helped establish common schools in Massachusetts. School reform is characterized by
cycles of what educational historians have termed progress and regress. One day schools are the best vehicle
for the nation's overall progress toward a well-educated citizenry. In the next period, their failure is predicating
the downfall of the nation's future. Reform tends to occur when the public is convinced that schools are
regressing and something must be done to fix them, but at the heart of such pessimism is an inherent
progressive ideal that schools can be fixed and that fixing them will indeed lead to a better nation.
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logician's sensibilities who lived in the English village 
of Ockham. Echoing Aristotle's assertion that nature 
itself operates in the most economic way possible, 
William's avowal that the logic of parsimony calls for the 
cutting away of extraneous aspects of theory would be 
repeated by many philosophers and scientists, including 
Gottfried Leibniz, Isaac Newton, and Albert Einstein. 
When multiple theories that meet the test of empir-
ical adequacy contest for predominance, parsimony 
dictates that the theory of greatest simplicity is to be 
preferred. There is an aesthetically pleasing as well as 
an epistemologically satisfying quality that character-
izes theories that effect the reduction of extreme com-
plexities to the barest formulations. The extent to 
which Einstein's E = mc2 has become a cultural icon 
is reflective of the cachet attached to parsimonious 
reductions of what may at first glance appear impene-
trably complex. In educational administration, a simi-
lar value attaches, for example, to the Getzels-Guba 
diagrammatic reduction of the seemingly endless 
complexities of organizational life to the interaction 
of "nomothetic" (collective) and "idiographic" (indi-
vidualistic) elements, values, and practices. 
Reductionism and parsimony, however, have not been 
without their critics, particularly in educational adminis-
tration. T. B. Greenfield's idea that notions of organiza-
tions must be as complex as the reality we are trying to 
understand would counterbalance the hazards of over-
simplification that can result from the indiscriminate 
application of the reductionism and parsimony favored in 
the positivistic sciences. Greenfield's caution is ampli-
fied by Christopher Hodgkinson's observation that 
reduction and parsimony are necessarily held in check by 
the irreducible and sometimes ineffable human realities 
that are the subject matter of educational administration. 
Because of its concern with such protean "raw 
material," theory in educational administration is nec-
essarily pluralistic, diverse, and changing. Given the 
likelihood that many of the truths associated with the 
thoroughly human enterprise of education will inevitably 
be multiplex, local, and unstable, the value of reduc-
tionism and the virtue of parsimony may benefit from 
qualification in both research and practice. 
-Martin Barlosky 
See also chaos theory; critical theory; deconstruction ; empiri-
cism; hypotheses, in research; knowledge base, of the field; 
organizational theories; postmoderni sm; quantitative 
research methods; research methods 
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1ti REFORM, OF SCHOOLS 
The call to reform K- 12 public schools has been an 
enduring movement in the United States since the 
1850s, when Horace Mann helped establish common 
schools in Massachusetts. School reform is character-
ized by cycles of what educational historians have 
termed progress and regress. One day schools are the 
best vehicle for the nation 's overall progress toward a 
well-educated citizenry. In the next period, their failure 
is predicating the downfall of the nation 's future. 
Reform tends to occur when the public is convinced 
that schools are regressing and something must be 
done to fix them, but at the heart of such pessimism is 
an inherent progressive ideal that schools can be fixed 
and that fixing them will indeed lead to a better nation. 
HISTORY OF PROGRESS ANO REGRESS 
Progressivism 
After the 1850s, many states passed compulsory 
schooling laws not only to educate native-born 
American citizens but also to "Americanize" growing 
numbers of immigrant children. In addition to 
language instruction, schools included vocational 
training and social services such as vaccinations and 
school meals. Some of these efforts in schooling were 
rooted in the Progressivism Movement from about 
1890 to 1920, which aimed to reform society's ills, 
from poverty to unfair labor laws. Public schools, with 
their captive population of children, became one more 
institution (in addition to religious bodies and legisla-
tures) that social progressives could use to create pro-
grams and practices that would improve society. 
While the progressives were reforming society 
through social programs in schools, some progressives 
also sought to reform pedagogy and curriculum by mak-
ing it more child centered. John Dewey's work at the 
University of Chicago lab school led the way for schools 
to build upon children's experiences to make education 
meaningful to them. Dewey also espoused Mann's 
desire for schools to foster a democratic society, claim-
ing that schools allow the opportunity for knowledge to 
be built through shared experiences and interests. 
Progressivism in education also included the 
"administrative progressives" who sought to make 
schools more efficient by means of standardized test-
ing and curriculum differentiated for different abili-
ties, whether vocational or college preparation. 
This emphasis on differentiated curriculum for 
efficiency's sake led progressive education in the 
1940s and 1950s to the life adjustment movement. 
Undergirding life adjustment was the theory of voca-
tional educator Charles Prosser that only 20% of 
students would be ready for college and 20% for voca-
tional work, so that schools should prepare the 
remaining 60% of students for everyday life by teach-
ing skills such as parenting and health. In the 1950s, 
critics of the life adjustment movement claimed that 
schools had become too child centered, were "dumb-
ing down" their curriculum, and needed to return 
to extensive academic preparation. Thus was born a 
"back to the basics" movement, which continues 
today. The preference for basics over life skills was 
reinforced by a national event that started yet another 
push for extensive school reform: Sputnik. 
Post-Sputnik Reform 
In 1957, the Soviet Union launched the satellite 
Sputnik I, thus winning the first heat of a space race 
between the Soviet Union and the United States. 
Because of Cold War-era tension, Americans were 
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immediately concerned about falling behind in space, 
viewing it as a threat to national security and attribut-
ing the failure to poor public schools. In 1958, 
President Eisenhower signed the National Defense 
Education Act, which dedicated federal funds to 
improving public education. Schools became much 
more focused on rigorous curriculum to teach math, 
science, and foreign languages. The National Science 
Foundation sponsored science fairs and provided train-
ing for teachers as well as led less successful initiatives 
such as New Math and an elementary school anthro-
pology curriculum called Man: A Course of Study. 
While the focus on science, math, and languages con-
tinued, the concern over the United States's place in 
the space race was assuaged somewhat by the success-
ful Apollo 11 landing on the moon in 1969. However, 
Sputnik established what has become a recurring 
theme of concern about how America's schoolchildren 
compete compared to the rest of the world's. 
Civil Rights, Brown, 
Desegregation, and Access 
In addition to post-Sputnik concerns about what 
schools should be teaching and how, the civil rights 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s led schools to 
reform access. The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education 
decision outlawed racial segregation and "separate 
but equal" schools. In some places, desegregation 
occurred grudgingly but peacefully; in others, vio-
lently. Resistance by Whites to the enrollment of 
Black students in Central High School in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, led President Eisenhower to call out the 
National Guard. In 1974, Boston erupted under a 
forced-busing policy of integration. 
In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act allocated federal funds for schools as part of 
President Johnson's war on poverty. Since it followed 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which prohibits federal funds 
going to programs or activities that discriminate on the 
grounds of race, color, or national origin, states that 
wanted to receive the federal funds had to comply with 
desegregation orders. Schools also eventually integrated 
Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. 
In the years since Brown, courts and schools have 
tried to determine how to decide whether they are 
desegregated enough and whether they have demon-
strated a good faith commitment to desegregation. 
Parents and educators have echoed Justice Clarence 
Thomas's caution in Missouri v. Jenkins that it should 
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not be assumed that Black schools are inherently 
inferior to White schools, and some have called for 
strengthening Black schools instead of integrating 
them with White schools. 
Desegregation has certainly not been accom-
plished; researchers at the Harvard Civil Rights 
Project indicate that, in fact, desegregation is revers-
ing to segregation, and that while the minority popu-
lation grows across the United States, White students 
are more likely to attend school with other Whites. 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
Besides its effect of forcing schools to desegregate 
or risk losing federal money, the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 reformed 
schools most notably by means of its Title I funding, 
which provided a billion dollars a year to high-poverty 
schools and disadvantaged children. The ESEA 
directed funds toward programs for children with dis-
abilities, bilingual education, and Head Start. From a 
reform perspective, the ESEA was one of the first 
instances of the federal government taking a larger 
role in schooling and tying that role to funding. The 
ESEA was reauthorized in 1994 under the Improving 
America's Schools Act and most recently in 2001 
under the No Child Left Behind Act. 
A Nation at Risk, Standards, 
and Goals 2000 
In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, created by Secretary of Education Terrel H. 
Bell, issued an "open letter to the American people" 
reporting in rhetorically powerful language that schools 
were failing. The commission found that schools were 
inadequate in their content, expectations, use of time, 
and teaching. Their recommendations included 
strengthening graduation requirements, adopting rigor-
ous and measurable standards, lengthening the school 
day or year, and improving teacher quality. 
States responded to A Nation at Risk by increasing 
graduation requirements, setting content standards, 
and adding tests. The nation 's governors convened 
and set national goals, formalized by Congress in 
1994 under President Clinton as the Goals 2000: 
Educate America Act. Goals 2000 provided participat-
ing states with grants in return for initiating reforms 
aimed at improving student achievement, such as 
standards, teacher quality, and technology. In a 1999 
review of progress toward the goals, journalist David 
Hoff noted that although student achievement was not 
markedly improved as the year 2000 approached, the 
goals did serve to heighten public concern and focus 
state reform efforts, which by itself is some progress. 
Goals 2000 has since been supplemented by a much 
more extensive reform: the reauthorization of the 
ESEA, or the No Child Left Behind Act. 
No Child Left Behind 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 
once again increased the federal role in school reform 
by tying federal Title I funding to states' cooperation. 
NCLB introduced extensive annual testing through 
Grade 8 and the goal of proficiency for every student 
by 2014, including students in four subgroups: low 
socioeconomic status, stu_dents with disabilities, 
students with limited English proficiency, and major 
racial and ethnic groups. Individual schools must make 
"adequate yearly progress" toward their state's profi-
ciency goal for each subgroup. Schools that do not 
make adequate yearly progress for 2 consecutive years 
must notify parents, provide students with the option to 
attend school elsewhere in the district, provide supple-
mental services such as tutoring, and receive technical 
assistance from the state. NCLB also requires teachers 
hired with Title I funds to be "highly qualified," mean-
ing degreed and certified in their subject area. 
NCLB has been controversial. Some hail it as much-
needed accountability and for its seeking to reduce 
inequities in achievement by identifying student sub-
groups' test results. Others criticize it for the weight it 
places on testing as a measure of school success and for 
what they see as an impossible goal of universal profi-
ciency by 2014. There is also little agreement about 
whether or not the Jaw has been adequately funded. 
Some states, such as Utah, see NCLB as an infringe-
ment on their own role in education or, because of 
its strict state reporting requirements, as a drain on 
resources. Since its enactment, the U.S. Department of 
Education has clarified some of NCLB 's requirements, 
such as how districts can use Title I funds for profes-
sional development, and it is likely that such clarifica-
tion and modification will continue. 
ISSUES AND TRENDS 
There are several factors that continue to surface in 
the cycle of educational reform: who is in charge, 
what should be taught and how, how students can have 
equal opportunity to learn, how to measure progress 
toward learning, and how to prepare students to com-
pete in a global economy. 
Governance and Accountability 
School reform tends to be not only a history of 
progress and regress but of response to shifting current 
events and political pressures. Schools are expected 
simultaneously to shape the future of society and 
respond to its needs. One issue that naturally arises, 
then, is one of governance, or of who should be in con-
trol of schools. Related to that issue is accountability, 
meaning how responsive schools are to reform efforts. 
As publicly funded institutions usually adminis-
tered by professional educators who report to locally 
elected or appointed school boards or officials, it is 
not clear what roles local, state, and federal govern-
ments play. The state of Iowa, for example, maintains 
local control so strongly that it remains the only state 
without statewide content standards, thus earning an 
F every year on the standards and accountability sec-
tion of the "Quality Counts" reports compiled by 
Education Week. According to popular reform initia-
tives, Iowa's students should therefore be low achiev-
ing. Yet about 75% of Iowa's fourth graders are 
proficient on statewide tests, it ranks in the top 10 or 
so of states on national tests, and it has the second 
highest graduation rate in the nation. While some of 
this success is attributable to the state's relatively 
homogeneous and stable student population, such 
good results belie the statewide standards and 
accountability that other states have worked so hard to 
implement and allow Iowa to continue to rely on local 
rather than state control. 
Another issue of governance has been that of pro-
fessional versus nonprofessional interests. The culture 
of efficiency established by administrative progres-
sives valued professionalism, specialization, hierar-
chy, and credentials, all of which have led educators to 
be somewhat resistant when noneducators want to cri-
tique and reform schools. This resistance was enacted 
in the 1960s during the civil rights movement and 
continues in response to NCLB . While NCLB 
demands more accountability from educators than 
ever before, the research on accountability tells us that 
external demands such as NCLB are always mediated 
by the internal structures a school has in place. It takes 
time for schools to develop such complex internal 
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structures. Thus one can expect that whatever reform 
is enacted-be it desegregation or NCLB-it will take 
time to implement. 
Instructional Leadership 
From the early days of progressive education, an 
ongoing issue in school reform has been curriculum 
and pedagogy: what should be taught and how. Goals 
2000 and the standards movement helped nearly 
all states establish content standards-what students 
should know-as well as performance standards-
how well students should be able to do what they 
know. NCLB also provides some standards for teacher 
quality in terms of credentialing. Some reform initia-
tives are aimed at how teachers should teach, such 
as the National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards and the Coalition for Essential Schools' 
Critical Friends Groups. Some design pedagogical 
scripts, like Success for All and Direct Instruction. 
But for the most part the educational community does 
not address what good pedagogy looks like. This lack 
of discussion means that administrators, who are sup-
posed to be instructional leaders, have less guidance 
about what teachers should be doing, let alone be able 
to build an instructional community based on distrib-
uted leadership. 
Equity 
A motivating concern in school reform has contin-
ued to be equity, or the opportunity for all children to 
learn. As noted earlier, NCLB has been hailed for its 
efforts to acknowledge and reduce the achievement 
gap between subgroups of students. Reforms such as 
reducing class size, inclusion of students with disabil-
ities, and the plan in Cambridge, Massachusetts, of 
desegregating schools by socioeconomic status are all 
prom1smg. 
Testing 
The extensive testing required by NCLB has his-
torical roots in the world of differentiated instruction 
and progressive education, as noted earlier, as well as 
in eugenics. Students then were to be tested to dis-
cover the occupation to which they were best suited. 
Students now are to be tested to make sure they are 
proficient. Several states have also adopted high-stakes 
tests that students must pass in order to graduate from 
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high school. The American Educational Research 
Association has cautioned against using tests as a sin-
gle measure of student progress, and other scholars 
have noted adverse effects, such as dropping out, of 
high-stakes testing on minority students. However, the 
American public currently favors testing of students. 
Competing Globally and Providing 
Alternative Schooling Models 
Since Sputnik and A Nation at Risk, both of which 
were concerned with how United States students mea-
sured up to their counterparts across the globe, a continu-
ing rationale for schooling has been preparing students to 
compete in a global economy. This rationale is rooted 
in America's capitalist structure, and one of the ensuing 
trends in school reform has thus been to model schools 
after business. Some school systems have privatized, 
offering school operations to for-profit companies such as 
the Edison Schools. Other systems have created alterna-
tive schools from which parents can choose. Advocates of 
school choice suggest that providing a market in which 
schools compete for students will improve schooling 
quality overall. Thus, several states have enacted charter 
school laws so that new schools, freer of bureaucratic 
strictures and open to new ideas, can be created by inno-
vative leaders. Some communities, notably Milwaukee 
and Cleveland, have also enacted voucher systems where 
parents can send their children to private schools, includ-
ing private religious schools, using public funds. 
All of these efforts are true to the experimental 
spirit of progressivism while continuing the cycle of 
regressive reaction to school reform. 
- Joanne M. Marshall 
See also accountability; achievement tests; Black education; 
charter schools; choice, of schools; civil rights movement; 
class size; desegregation, of schools; Dewey, John; equality, 
in schools; governance; immigration, history and impact in 
education; innovation, in education; Kentucky Education 
Reform Act; Latinos; Mann, Horace; A Nation at Risk; No 
Child Left Behind; politics, of education, privatization; 
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1ti REHABILITATION ACT OF 1973 
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, is a 
federal statute providing funding for occupational 
rehabilitation services to people with disabilities. 
Commonly referred to as the Rehab Act, it replaced 
federal vocational rehabilitation statutes and amend-
ments passed in 1920 and 1943. The act also contains 
important provisions protecting persons with disabili-
ties from discrimination and is designed to provide the 
